The recent publicity! surrounding some of the Royal family's relatives, who have been patients for many years in Royal Earlswood Hospital, aroused considerable curiosity about this pioneer institution for the mentally handicapped. This brief history of Royal Earlswood Hospital, with reference to two famous medical personalities associated with it, will therefore hopefully be of interest.
The story begins in 1847, when a certain Mrs Plumbe developed a philanthropic interest in the mentally defective. She was well in advance of her time, since it was not until 1904 that the Royal Commission on the care of the feeble-minded was set up: its recommendations were then embodied in the Mental Deficiency Act of 1913, which made it a statutory requirement for localauthorities to provide institutional care for the mentally defectivev", Mrs Plumbe sought advice from Dr John Conolly FRCP (1794-1866), medical superintendent of the Middlesex Asylum in Hanwell and renowned for his advocacy of a policy of 'non-restraint' of the mentally sick. She also obtained the help of Reverend Dr Andrew Reed DD (1787-1862), a well-known philanthropist who had been involved in several charitable foundations for the care of orphans.
Andrew Reed called a meeting on 20 July 1847 at the King's Head Tavern, Poultry, London, where it was agreed that 'the care of the idiots should be distinguished from the care of the insane'. There were then, in England and Wales, 19000 idiots as compared with 14000 lunatics. The meeting resolved to found an institution for the remedial care and education of the feeble-minded.
On 27 October 1847, at a public meeting at the London Tavern, with the Lord Mayor in the chair, it was resolved to proceed with the project of 'The Asylum for Idiots'. A Board of Governors was elected: Presidents included Rt Hon Lord Ashby MP and In March 1848 Park House, Highgate, was purchased and on 26 April 1848 was opened as a hospital, the patients consisting of 54 boys and 12 girls, whom Andrew Reed liked to call his 'family'. This hospital was the first of its kind in Britain.
The staff comprised a Master, a Matron, two Assistant Teachers, a Singingand Gymnasium Master, a Head Nurse and two Nurse Assistants. The first Medical Superintendent was Dr R C Forman MD, who unfortunately failed to abide by the rule of nonrestraint and, after two years, was forced to resign. He was succeeded in 1850 by Dr J Maxwell, who did his best to cope despite overcrowded conditions, but in 1858 he too resigned.
The overcrowding was partially solved in 1850 by transferring 19 children to a branch hospital at Essex Hall, Colchester, which had been developed on the initiative of Samuel Peto. It was now becoming imperative that larger premises be found. In 1850, an 88-acre site was acquired at Earlswood, near Redhill in Surrey, and a public appeal was launched for the building of 'The Asylum for Idiots'. In 1853, Mr Moffat was chosen as architect and a builder's tender for the sum of £29400 was accepted.
Queen Victoria subscribed 250 guineas, in the name of Edward HRH Prince of Wales, who became a lifemember with the right of presentation of one bed. On 16 June 1853, Albert, Prince Consort, laid the foundation stone and in June 1855 he paid a second visit and officially opened the asylum. In 1862, Queen Victoria, Royal Patroness, conferred a Royal Charter on the hospital (Figures 1 and 2) .
Patients began to be admitted in 1855, but it was not until a year later that the hospital became fully operational. Patients from Park House, Highgate, and Essex House, Colchester, were transferred and there were soon around 300 patients, the total capacity allowing for 405.
The first Medical Superintendent to be appointed at Earlswood was Dr John Langdon-Down who spent the next ten years there (1858-68). The Royal Society of Medicine ompassionate interest in his numerous patients, but It soon became obvious that the premises needed to be.enlarged to accommodate at least 1000 patients. A further public appeal was launched, and on 28 June 1869 the foundation stone for the new wings was laid by Edward and Alexandra, Their Royal Highnesses the Prince and Princess of Wales. The new buildings were completed in 1872.
From 1872 the activities of the Asylum flourished despite the many problems inevitably associated with large institutions. The control of the spread of infectious diseases (such as smallpox and tuberculosis) was a major preoccupation. On 5 July 1948 the hospital ceased to be a charitable organization with its own Board of Management and became part of the National Health Service, administered by a Hospital Management Committee, answerable to the South West Metropolitan Regional Hospital Board. Many essential improvements were carried out such as the Royal Earlswood Hospital is today very different compared with when it pioneered the care of the mentally handicapped in the 19th century. The present policy of caring for more of these patients in the community has led to a fall in the number institutionalized and the hospital now caters for 410 patients. Considerable financial expenditure has enabled the hospital to be refurbished to modern standards and the pleasant gardens and swimming pool add to the amenities. The work of many volunteer helpers and an enthusiastic League of Friends have allowed the local community to participate in the life of the hospital and its patients.
Two famous physicians associated with Royal Earlswood Hospital During the 19th century, two famous physicians were associated with Royal Earlswood Hospital and are remembered today by the eponymous diseases which they described.
William John Little FRCP (1810-94) ( Figure 3 ) was born in the Red Lion public house, Aldgate in east London. He studied medicine at the London Hospital and qualified in 1830. Poliomyelitis in childhood left him with a deformedfootand he later became interested in orthopaedic problems. In 1838 he founded the Orthopaedic Infirmary which later developed into the Royal National Orthopaedic Hospital, and in 1839 he was appointed physician to the London Hospital. He is remembered for his description in 1843 of the condition in children called 'spastic' (congenital cerebral diplegia), known eponymously as Little's diseaae", In 1847 he was a founder member of 'The Asylum for Idiots' and he served as visiting physician to Royal Earlswood Hospital until 1889.
John Langdon Haydon Langdon-Down FRCP (1828-96) ( Figure 4 ) was born in Cornwall and studied medicine at the London Hospital, where he qualified in 1858. Soon after, he was appointed Medical Superintendent of the newly opened Royal Earlswood Hospital, where he stayed for the next 10 years. In 1859 he was appointed physician to the London Hospital. On departing from Earlswood in 1868, he established a hospital, Normansfield in Teddington, for the mentally deficient children of the wealthier class. This hospital continued as a private institution until 1951, when it was absorbed into the National Health Service.
In 1866, while at Royal Earlswood Hospital, Langdon-Down described the special variety of mental deficiency associated with characteristic physical features which he erroneously interpreted as 'ethnic' and which he ascribed to racial degenerationS: He named the condition mongolism, but since 1961 it has been known as 'Down's syndrome'.
